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Chapter One
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HALLOWEEN WAS JUST around the corner. It was hard to believe Thanksgiving had come and gone so quickly. Rachel had her cows home, the garden all in and the feed and straw in place for the winter chores. She was still unsure of where her life with Chad was going, as he had been spending more time in the barn or bunkhouse than with her. She supposed it was probably better that way, at least for the time being.

Perhaps she was doing too much, and getting too wrapped up in a relationship too soon. Sam was still very much in her thoughts, and she still missed his touch. Maybe she just needed to take a step back from it all and go on a short vacation: without Chad. The question was, where would she go and what would she do? She didn’t want to leave the country, but wanted to be far enough away so she was forced to relax.

A conversation with her mom put it all into perspective.

“Mom, I’m thinking of taking a few days and just going somewhere. Anywhere. I’m not too excited about south of the border though. Any ideas?”

“It’s funny you should say that Dear. Your dad and I were just talking about that. I wasn’t going to say anything until we had a plan, but since you brought it up I’ll fill you in.” Kathy couldn’t believe the timing of Rachel’s call. Her and Mel had sensed she needed something different at Thanksgiving. It was just something some parents knew, no matter how hard the child was trying to cover up their unhappiness.

Rachel teased, “So you and Dad have been talking about me behind my back?”

“Only good things Dear. Now, here’s our thoughts. You can agree or tell us to mind our own business; we won’t be upset if you do.” 

“Do tell. I’m open to suggestions.” Rachel wasn’t quite sure what they had in mind, or who they were expecting her to go with.

“We’ve been looking into Spa Resorts, and found one in BC that looks like it would be nice. It’s open year-round and has hot springs, spas, pools, accommodations and a restaurant. There’s a nice selection of cabins to choose from, and activities to take part in if you like. I’m not sure what you think about it, but your dad and I decided you and I should go enjoy a mother/daughter week. That is, if you want to be seen hanging around your mom.” 

Rachel was silent for a moment, then remarked, “Email me the information. Sounds like it would be fun. And I love hanging out with you Mom.”

Later that evening, Rachel sat on her couch with iPad in hand and did a little of her own research on the resort Kathy had suggested. Halcyon Hot Springs looked like the perfect getaway. They decided they would go as soon as possible. The resort would be good for both of them, and they didn’t have to spend every waking moment together.  What better way to spend a week than in the mountains?

Two days later, after lunch, Rachel found Chad in the barn and let him know of her plans. “I’m going away for a week with my mom. You can either stay here and look after things, or you can go for a holiday of your own. Just let me know which it is so I can make other arrangements if need be.”

He sidled up close to her. “Why don’t the two of us go somewhere together?”

Rachel wasn’t sure how to put it without starting a fight. The idea was to get away from him to figure out what she wanted out of their relationship, not spend a week with him in her space the entire time. “Mom and I haven’t done anything together since before I got married. It’s time we did something fun that didn’t involve cooking, cleaning or getting dirty. I’m not asking for your permission; I’m letting you know I’ll be away.”

“Haven’t I given you enough space? I’m getting tired of playing second fiddle to a ghost. Dammit Rach, what do you want? 

Tears stung her eyes, and she spun on her heel and walked away. After ten steps, she turned around and glared at him. “That was totally uncalled for Chad! You know your options. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some packing to do!”

She stomped off toward her house, with Rider and Digger close by. How dare he say something like that! Who did he think he was, anyway? Did he think just because she’d slept with him, that he was free to tell her what to do? She slammed the door shut when she got inside, and kicked off her boots. She felt like throwing something. Anything. She ran to her room and slammed the door, then fell face down onto her bed. She screamed into a pillow, still furious with his comment. She was tempted to fire him on the spot, but knew she had to be rational. 

Had there been signs she had missed? Was she trying so hard to move on with her life that she ignored the red flags? Yes, a week away would be a good thing.
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“FUCK!” CHAD KNEW IT was too late to take it back. He had been hurt she didn’t want to go away with him, so he blamed her. It was totally insensitive of him to say what he did, and he knew it after the fact. Maybe he should have just leveled with her after Thanksgiving, and let her know what he had decided in his mind. He wanted her to be happy, and felt he had said too much as far as Joe was concerned. Distancing himself from her was obviously not the right way to do it. Too little. Too late.

He wanted to run after her; to apologize. He was not an asshole. At least he didn’t think so. After the comment he had just made, he wouldn’t blame her for thinking so. Was he really coming across as a jerk? She had given him a home and a job. And a reason to get up in the morning. He wasn’t depressed by any means, but it was sure nice to have someone on his side for a change. And now his stupidity and talking before he thought may have ruined all of that.

He had to fix it. He had to make it right between them. Lucy was rubbing against his legs, so he bent down to pick her up. “I just messed up, didn’t I Lucy? Do you think she’ll forgive me?”

“Meow.” It almost sounded like a “no”. 

“That’s what I thought.” He set Lucy on a pony wall, then went to his truck. He had to clear his head, and going for a drive would help. Maybe a trip to town would do the trick.

Chad walked into the flower shop, not quite sure what to get. The florist appeared from the back room. “Good afternoon! Can I help you with anything?”

“Hi. Yes, you can. Do you have anything that says ‘I’m sorry for being an insensitive jackass’?” His heart hurt when he thought of the pained look on Rachel’s face.

The florist’s smile faded, and she prodded just a little. “Uh oh. That doesn’t sound very good. Was it an accusation or a comment in general? I’m just wondering if it’s worth a dozen roses or two?”

“You’d better make it three dozen. And I’d like the card to say just that, signed Love Chad.”

She was unclear about what he wanted, so verified. “You want it to say ‘I’m sorry for being an insensitive jackass’?” 

“Yes Ma’am. Please and thank you.” 

“I can do that. Can you come back in about half an hour, or would you like them delivered?” She had already set to work on picking out a vase.

“I’ll come back. I’d hate for them to be thrown at your delivery person.”

“Oh dear, it sounds like more than flowers are needed.” The florist was quite curious about what he had done or said, but knew it wasn’t her place to ask any more questions than necessary to complete the order.

“Thank you. I’ll be back to pick them up in a little while. I may need some red wine to go with those red roses.” Chad walked out of the flower shop, and drove down the block to the liquor store. He went inside and bought two bottles of California Silverado 2003 Merlot, and a sixty-six of Bacardi White Rum. If Rachel didn’t accept his apology, then at least he’d have something to drown his sorrows with. The wine would be hers no matter what.

Chad parked his truck beside Rachel’s when he drove into the yard. He got out, then opened the rear door on the driver’s side and took out the bouquet of roses and bottles of wine. He closed the door and climbed the steps, then pushed the doorbell button with his elbow.

Rachel opened the door, wrapped in a towel and nothing else. Even though she had showered, he could still see the redness in her eyes.

“I’m sorry Rach. I was a jerk earlier, and I’m truly sorry. Please forgive me?” 

Her face softened slightly. “Chad, they’re beautiful! Thank you.” She took the flowers and disappeared, then returned empty-handed.

“May I come in?” He didn’t want her to be in the cool air wrapped in only a towel, afraid she’d get a chill.
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